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 CURRENT
OPINION Trachoma elimination, approaching 2020

Mostafa M. Diaba, Richard C. Allenb, Tamer I. Gawdatc, and Ahmed S. Saifa

Purpose of review

To review current practices for trachoma treatment with a focus on recent studies, particularly those
discussing trachoma trichiasis surgery.

Recent findings

Azithromycin eye drops twice daily for 3 days may be as efficient as oral azithromycin in treating active
trachoma. Facial cleanliness and environmental improvement programming should employ a variety of
behavior change techniques to give sustained improvements. Posterior lamellar tarsal rotation carries a
lower risk for trichiasis recurrence and is more effective in severe trachoma trichiasis than bilamellar tarsal
rotation. Tarsoconjunctival incision can play a pivotal role in trichiaisis recurrence. Tarsus-sparing
procedures continue to be refined with good success rates. Concurrent correction of lid abnormalities that
commonly occur with trachoma trichiasis may maximize the result of surgery.

Summary

Better understanding of the pathophysiology of trachoma and postoperative trichiasis recurrence is critical
for effective trachoma control. Progressive tarsoconjunctival scarring in trachoma and high recurrence rates
following tarsal rotation procedures raise the importance of adopting a procedure that spares tarsus/
conjunctiva.

Keywords

anterior lamellar recession, surgery, trachoma, treatment, trichiasis

INTRODUCTION

Trachoma continues to be the leading cause of
preventable blindness worldwide [1,2]. Although
it has disappeared from industrialized countries, it
is responsible for the visual impairment of approxi-
mately 1.9 million people, across 41 endemic coun-
tries [2].

The disease starts in early childhood with
repeated Chlamydia trachomatis infection and recur-
rent episodes of chronic conjunctival inflammation.
This leads to progressive conjunctival scarring caus-
ing cicatricial entropion and trichiasis [3]. Trachom-
atous trichiasis is probably the main risk factor for the
development of blinding corneal opacification in
trachoma. The WHO, through the Alliance for the
Global Elimination of Trachoma (GET) by 2020, is
aiming to eliminate trachoma as a public health
problem by 2020. To help achieve this goal, the
WHO recommends the use of the SAFE strategy:
Surgery for trichiasis, Antibiotics distribution, Facial
cleanliness and Environmental improvements to
suppress transmission [4]. It was believed that imple-
mentation of the SAFE programme would rapidly
eliminate blinding trachoma. This has only occurred
in a few regions of the world [5]. As of July 2017, 10
countries have reported achieving elimination goals.

Three of these countries – Mexico, Morocco and
Oman – have been validated by WHO as having
eliminated trachoma as a public health problem [2].

ANTIBIOTICS FOR TRACHOMA

WHO currently recommends two antibiotics for the
control of trachoma; 1% tetracycline eye ointment
and oral azithromycin. Tetracycline eye ointment
must be used for 6 weeks. In addition to the length
of treatment, ointment is difficult to apply in chil-
dren and can cause blurred vision, leading to poor
compliance [6,7]. Azithromycin has been the drug
of choice for trachoma because of its safety in chil-
dren, efficacy as a single oral dose (20 mg/kg in
children or 1 g in adults) and long half-life in tissues
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[8]. However, the inappropriate use of oral azithro-
mycin is associated with bacterial resistance and
systemic adverse effects in children [9–11].

A working article presented at the GET 2020
meeting discussed the advantages of azithromycin
1.5% eye drops over oral azithromycin and topical
tetracycline [12]. Afghani et al. [13

&

] have investi-
gated the efficacy and safety of azithromycin 1.5%
eye drops for treating active trachoma in children.
They concluded that azithromycin eye drops twice
daily for 3 days is efficient in treating active tra-
choma in children in endemic areas and preventing
long-term ocular complications of trachoma. The
studied patients were followed up for 3 years.

MASS ANTIBIOTICS DISTRIBUTION

As trachoma is a disease of entire communities, the
WHO recommends mass drug administrations for
3 years in communities in which follicular trachoma
is found in more than 10% of children [14]. The
issue of who should be treated, how frequently, for
how long and with oral or topical azithromycin is
still a matter of debate.

Although the WHO standard is to treat all indi-
viduals with mass azithromycin coverage of at least
80% in the community [6,14], a recent cluster ran-
domized trial [15] demonstrated that biannual treat-
ment of children aged 6 months–12 years was
comparable to annual treatment of the entire com-
munity which may offer lower antibiotic use and
other logistical advantages. Oldenburg et al. [16]
showed that increasing antibiotic coverage among
children from 80% (the WHO recommendation) to
90% may yield only short-term improvements for
trachoma control programmes.

The decision to treat for 3 years is supported by a
randomized controlled trial [17] which evaluated

the possibility of stopping mass distribution in
low-prevalence Tanzanian communities (10–20%)
if the infection rate dropped below 5% before the
third round of treatment; however, the third round
could not be stopped in any of the communities.

FACIAL CLEANLINESS AND
ENVIRONMENTAL IMPROVEMENT

It is clear that treatment interventions should be
accompanied with promotion and prevention of
trachoma. If the basic hygiene factors that allowed
trachoma to thrive on the site are not addressed, the
disease will return once the mass distribution of
antibiotics ceases [18].

Facial cleanliness and environmental improve-
ment (F&E) programming should move beyond
information dissemination, and employ a variety
of behavior change techniques. A recent study
showed that many F&E-related interventions do
not align well with learning from the behavioral
sciences. This may explain, in part, why such inter-
ventions do not yield sustained improvements in
F&E behaviors and practices [19].

A Cochrane Review investigated whether face
washing prevents active trachoma in endemic com-
munities. The authors concluded that there was some
evidence that face washing with topical tetracycline
was beneficial, but the evidence generally did not
support face washing alone or in combination with
antibiotics in reducing active trachoma [20].

A child’s face with no ocular and nasal discharge
is considered clean and the desired endpoint. West
et al. [21] suggested adding assessment of clean faces
to trachoma surveys. Their study showed that the
assessment of clean faces can be carried out reliably
by different graders.

SURGERY FOR TRACHOMATOUS
TRICHIASIS

Trachoma trichiasis severity spectrum

Trachoma trichiasis is a wide spectrum of disease
extending from the simple to the severe forms based
on the location and number of rubbing lashes and
the degree of entropion [22,23]. The clinical pheno-
type therefore ranges from a single rubbing eyelash
to the whole eyelid rolled inward [24]. Trichiasis can
involve entropion, misdirected eyelashes or meta-
plastic eyelashes [3]. Despite the absence of obvious
entropion in many trachoma trichiasis patients, the
lid margin usually shows characteristic changes
including rounding of the posterior border and
anterior migration of the mucocutaneous junction,
indicating a subtle form of entropion [3,25,26].

KEY POINTS

� Trachoma is known to be a public health problem in
41 countries with more than 3 millions of people in
need of trachoma trichiasis surgery.

� Despite the global endeavors to address the current
trachoma trichiasis backlog by 2020, the high
unfavorable outcome rates following tarsal rotation
procedures are undermining these efforts.

� Tarsoconjunctival incision in tarsotomy procedures may
speed up the progressive scarring in trachoma.

� Some studies have reported greater success with
lamellar splitting followed by ALR, therefore avoiding
an incision in the posterior lamella.

Oculoplastic and orbital surgery
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Who should be treated?

Although there is a broad consensus that corrective
surgery is appropriate for patients with severe tra-
choma trichiasis, the optimal treatment for mild
disease (patients with just a few, peripheral, meta-
plastic lashes) is uncertain. Many patients and clini-
cians prefer to epilate until more severe disease
develops. However, attaining follow up data on
unoperated patients is difficult, and progression of
trachoma trichiasis can be quite rapid in some peo-
ple leading to corneal opacification [18]. Therefore,
WHO recommends surgery for all patients with
trachoma trichiasis, irrespective of severity [24].

Which technique should be used?

Over the years, many surgical techniques have been
described for trachoma trichiasis correction [26–
28]. The diversity of the procedures reflects the
complexity of the disease and strongly suggests that
none of them offers the ultimate solution.

WHO recommends either bilamellar tarsal rota-
tion (BLTR) or posterior lamellar tarsal rotation
(PLTR) surgery for trachoma trichiasis. Both proce-
dures entail a horizontal tarsotomy combined with
everting sutures to rotate the distal portion of the lid
outward [24,29]. However, a recent randomized
controlled trial comparing BLTR and PLTR opera-
tions in Ethiopia showed that PLTR had a substan-
tially lower risk of postoperative trichiasis [13% in
those randomized to PLTR, and 22% in those ran-
domized to BLTR: an absolute risk difference of 9.5%
(95% confidence interval 4.8–14.2%)]. In addition,
PLTR was more effective in severe trachoma trichia-
sis cases than BLTR [30].

Currently, there is an effort to address the current
trachoma trichiasis backlog by 2020, with an increase
in number of people managed for trachoma trichiasis
worldwide from 139 441 (2014) to 260 759 (2016)
[31]. However, high unfavorable outcome rates fol-
lowing surgery are undermining these efforts. Both
programmatic experience and published data
[24,32,33] suggest that the incidence of postoperative
trichiasis recurrence is unacceptably high, occurring
in 20–40% of patients by 1 year and, in one series,
more than 60% of patients by 3 years after surgery
[34]. In addition, a report from the Global Trachoma
Mapping Project suggests the number of cases with
unfavorable outcomes have increased significantly
with increasing surgical output [24].

Recurrent trachoma trichiasis is probably
because of various surgical and disease factors
[28]. Habtamu et al. [35

&&

] studied the predictors
of unfavorable outcomes after BLTR and PLTR. They
concluded that poor postoperative outcomes in tra-
choma trichiasis surgery were associated with

inadequate peripheral dissection, irregular incision,
asymmetric suture position and tension, inadequate
correction and lash location. Preoperative major
trichiasis and older age were independent predictors
of trichiasis recurrence for both surgical procedures.

Moreover, the progressive nature of trachoma-
tous scarring [36] may play an important role in
trichiasis recurrence. Burton et al. [37] found evi-
dence of progressive scarring in cohorts of individ-
uals from Ethiopia and Tanzania with established
conjunctival scarring. In both populations, the pro-
gression was associated with conjunctival inflam-
mation but not detectable C. trachomatis infection.
However, the primary drivers of this late stage dis-
ease remain unclear.

It seems likely that direct tarsoconjunctival inci-
sion as in BLTR and PLTR often triggers conjunctival
inflammation and further cicatrisation, which can
lead to surgical failure. This is supported by findings
of twotrials [38,39];one trial investigatedconjunctival
inflammatory cytokine and tissue remodeling
responses 1 year after surgery. It was found that recur-
rent trichiasis was associated with a reduced the pro-
teolytic enzyme MMP-1 to its inhibitor TIMP-1 ratio
which may favor the accumulation of fibrotic tissue. A
second trial showed that recurrent trachoma trichiasis
was associated with increased expression of psoriasin
(S100A7), before surgery and on multiple occasions
with about a two-fold increase in S100A7 expression
during a 2 year follow-up period. S100A7 is able to
promote inflammation and may contribute to the
development of the scarring process in trachoma.

These studies and the concept that tarsus involv-
ing procedures may not be the most appropriate sur-
gery for trachomatrichiasishave ledothers topromote
the use, or at least investigation, of tarsus-sparing
procedures for the treatment of trachoma trichiasis.

Tarsus-sparing procedures

Tarsus-sparing procedures involve splitting skin and
orbicularis oculi muscle from tarsus/conjunctiva
and recessing/repositioning the anterior lamella
with or without posterior lamella advancement
[40,41]. This group of procedures has several advan-
tages; first, the surgery is performed on structures
anterior to the tarsal plate, thereby avoiding trauma
to the conjunctiva [42]. Second, it preserves the
integrity of the meibomian glands and theoretically
avoids iatrogenic dry eye, which is particularly
important in trachoma trichiasis [43].

Anterior lamellar recession

Anterior lamellar recession (ALR) is a well-known
conventional surgical procedure for the correction

Trachoma elimination, approaching 2020 Diab et al.

1040-8738 Copyright � 2018 Wolters Kluwer Health, Inc. All rights reserved. www.co-ophthalmology.com 3

Copyright © 2018 Wolters Kluwer Health, Inc. Unauthorized reproduction of this article is prohibited.



CE: R.R.; ICU/290507; Total nos of Pages: 7;

ICU 290507

FIGURE 1. ALR through lid crease approach. (a) Preoperative photograph upper lid TT. (b) Evereted upper lid showing
trachomatous scarring and characteristic of margin changes. (c) Excision of a skin ellipse. (d) Excision of a strip of orbicularis
oculi (e) Pretarsal orbicularis muscle is raised and dissected from the tarsus, peeling the whole lid margin including the cilia. (f)
The composite flap of skin and pretarsal orbicularis was recessed, sutured to anterior tarsal surface using three to four
interrupted six-zero absorbable mattress sutures, leaving up to 2 mm of tarsus visible below the anterior lamella margin. (g,h)
Preoperative and 6-month postoperative photographs of another patient (19-year-old female) with the cilia in good position.
TT, trachoma trichiasis.

Oculoplastic and orbital surgery
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of eyelid entropion and trichiasis since first
described by Welsh in 1969 [44]. It involves com-
plete splitting of the eyelid with subsequent reces-
sion of anterior lamella several millimeters away
from the lid margin. Interestingly, the procedure
has many modifications and bears different names
in the literature including [45]: lamellar division
[42,46]; anterior lamellar reposition [47]; anterior
lamellar repositioning [48]; gray line split with ante-
rior lamellar reposition [49,50]; tarso-conjunctival
advancement [51]; tarsal advance [52]; ALR; [40,53]
and anterior lamellar reposition with complete lid
split [43].

Anterior lamellar recession versus reposition

ALR should be differentiated from anterior lamellar
repositioning that does not entail complete lamellar
division. Some researchers misused the term ‘ante-
rior lamellar repositioning’ for the presentation of
an ALR procedure [43,47,48], whereas the technique
and indications of the two procedures are not the
same [42]. We advocate the use of the term ALR for
procedures that involve complete lid split
[40,42,53,54], whereas anterior lamellar reposition-
ing should be reserved for those without complete
splitting [42,55,56].

Anterior lamellar repositioning without com-
plete lid split will not overcome the underlying
cicatricial force at the eyelid margin because the
lid margin structures are tightly bound in this area
[53,57]. For the anterior lamella to be recessed on
the posterior lamella without tension, complete
lamellar division should be performed. This gives
a potentially effective long-term result.

Eyelid crease versus gray line approach

Interlamellar separation can be performed through
an eyelid crease approach [58

&&

], lid margin
approach [46,47,49,56,59

&

] or both [48,57]. The dis-
section through the upper lid crease incision only
[58

&&

] and down to the lid margin can be more
effective for the following reasons (Fig. 1). First, it
allows for more accurate and meticulous dissection
at the lid margin, the site of disease, without losing
the tissue plane or inadvertently cutting through
the tarsal plate which may induce further cicatriza-
tion [58

&&

]. This is especially important when the lid
margin is distorted with no identifiable gray line
[3,28,60]. Second, dissection can continue beyond
the lash follicles, peeling the entire anterior lid
margin from the tarsus in cases of metaplastic lashes
and keratinization [57]. Third, it allows for address-
ing concurrent dermatochalasis and gives good
exposure for levator surgery [43,53,58

&&

]. Finally, a

lid crease approach allows for supratarsal fixation of
the separated anterior lamella which helps maintain
an upward vector of traction to the anterior lamella
preventing its downward migration and lash ever-
sion [53,57,58

&&

].
Gawdat et al. [58

&&

] described their results using
eyelid crease approach for ALR without gray line
incision. They addressed the concurrent lid problems
including dermatochalasis, ptosis, retraction and
brow ptosis through the same incision. They argued
that these associated lid abnormalities can aggravate
the severity of the condition and increase the risk of
recurrence if not corrected simultaneously

However, Pandey et al. [59
&

] reported a case
series of upper eyelid cicatricial margin entropion
with retraction, corrected through a gray-line
approach only. They performed simultaneous leva-
tor recession and normal lid margin apposition was
achieved in all eyes.

To cover the bare tarsus or not

The bare anterior tarsal surface during ALR can be
left to epithelialize spontaneously or covered with a
mucosal graft [40], amniotic membrane transplan-
tation [43], skin graft [61] or acellular human dermal
allograft [62]. Covering of the bare tarsus with dif-
ferent grafts is believed to act as a barrier to prevent
downward migration of anterior lamella and speed
healing [53]. However, no literature demonstrating
this advantage over leaving bare tarsus exists.

CONCLUSION

With less than 2 years to reach 2020, the target year
for elimination of blinding trachoma worldwide,
there are many challenges still facing completion
of the GET 2020 goals including poor surgical out-
comes with high recurrence of trichiasis, the reemer-
gence of infection after mass distribution of
azithromycin in some communities and the incom-
plete understanding of the environmental improve-
ments and behavioral changes. Approaches to
improve and scale-up the SAFE strategy should be
adopted [63].

According to the latest report of GET 2020, 3.2
million people are in need of trichiasis surgery [64].
Given the high rates of recurrent trichiasis, poor
outcomes following the WHO adopted techniques
and the difficult management of recurrent cases,
there is an urgent need to investigate alternative
techniques, particularly those sparing the tarsus, to
improve surgical outcome.

Acknowledgements

None.

Trachoma elimination, approaching 2020 Diab et al.

1040-8738 Copyright � 2018 Wolters Kluwer Health, Inc. All rights reserved. www.co-ophthalmology.com 5

Copyright © 2018 Wolters Kluwer Health, Inc. Unauthorized reproduction of this article is prohibited.



CE: R.R.; ICU/290507; Total nos of Pages: 7;

ICU 290507

Financial support and sponsorship

None.

Conflicts of interest

There are no conflicts of interest.

REFERENCES AND RECOMMENDED
READING
Papers of particular interest, published within the annual period of review, have
been highlighted as:
& of special interest
&& of outstanding interest

1. Mariotti SP, Pascolini D, Rose-Nussbaumer J. Trachoma: global magnitude of
a preventable cause of blindness. Br J Ophthalmol 2009; 93:563–568.

2. World Health Organization. Trachoma: fact sheet. 2017. [updated July 2017;
Available from: http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs382/en/].
[Accessed 20 February 2018].

3. Rajak SN, Habtamu E, Weiss HA, et al. The clinical phenotype of trachoma-
tous trichiasis in Ethiopia: not all trichiasis is due to entropion. Invest
Ophthalmol Vis Sci 2011; 52:7974–7980.

4. World Health Assembly. Global Elimination of Blinding Trachoma. 51st World
Health Assembly, Geneva, 16 May 1998, Resolution WHA51.11.1998.

5. Lavett DK, Lansingh VC, Carter MJ, et al. Will the SAFE strategy be sufficient
to eliminate trachoma by 2020? Puzzlements and possible solutions. Scien-
tificWorldJournal 2013; 2013:648106.

6. Soloman AW, Zondervan M, Kuper H, et al. Trachoma control; a guide for
programme managers. World Health Organization 2006.

7. Cochereau I, Goldschmidt P, Goepogui A, et al. Efficacy and safety of short
duration azithromycin eye drops versus azithromycin single oral dose for the
treatment of trachoma in children: a randomised, controlled, double-masked
clinical trial. Br J Ophthalmol 2007; 91:667–672.

8. Bhosai SJ, Bailey RL, Gaynor BD, et al. Trachoma: an update on prevention,
diagnosis, and treatment. Curr Opin Ophthalmol 2012; 23:288–295.

9. Coles CL, Mabula K, Seidman JC, et al. Mass distribution of azithromycin for
trachoma control is associated with increased risk of azithromycin-resistant
streptococcus pneumoniae carriage in young children 6 months after treat-
ment. Clin Infect Dis 2013; 56:1519–1526.

10. Jessica C, Seidman JC, Christian L, et al. Increased carriage of macrolide-
resistant fecal E. coli following mass distribution of azithromycin for trachoma
control. Int J Epidemiol 2014; 43:1105–1113.

11. Ho DK, Sawicki C, Grassly N. Antibiotic resistance in Streptococcus pneu-
moniae after azithromycin distribution for trachoma. J Trop Med 2015; 2015:;
Article ID 917370, 8 pages.

12. World Health Organization Report of the First Meeting of the WHO Alliance
for the Global Elimination of Trachoma. Geneva, Switzerland, June 30 to July
1, 1997. 1997;WHO/PBL/GET/9711-33.33.

13.
&

Afghani T, Mansoor H, Nadeem M. Preventing long-term ocular complications
of trachoma with topical azithromycin: a 3-year follow-up study. Asia Pac J
Ophthalmol 2017; 6:8–12.

This article investigated the efficacy and safety of topical azithromycin in treating
active trachoma in children in endemic areas. It also documented that a single cycle
of topical azithromycin prevents trachoma-related ocular complications.
14. WHO. Report of the 3rd global scientific meeting on trachoma elimination.

Baltimore, Maryland: Johns Hopkins University; 2010.
15. Amza A, Kadri B, Nassirou B, et al. A cluster-randomized trial to assess the

efficacy of targeting trachoma treatment to children. Clin Infect Dis 2017;
64:743–750.

16. Oldenburg CE, Amza A, Kadri B, et al. Comparison of mass azithromycin
coverage targets of children in Niger: a cluster-randomized trachoma trial. Am
J Trop Med Hyg 2018; 98:389–395.

17. Yohannan J, Munoz B, Mkocha H, et al. Can we stop mass drug administration
prior to 3 annual rounds in communities with low prevalence of trachoma?
PRET Ziada trial results. JAMA Ophthalmol 2013; 131:431–436.

18. Burton MJ. Trachoma: an overview. Br Med Bull 2007; 84:99–116.
19. Delea MG, Solomon H, Solomon AW, et al. Interventions to maximize facial

cleanliness and achieve environmental improvement for trachoma elimination:
a review of the grey literature. PLoS Negl Trop Dis 2018; 12:e0006178.

20. Ejere HO, Alhassan MB, Rabiu M. Face washing promotion for preventing
active trachoma. Cochrane Database Syst Rev 2015; 2:CD003659.

21. West SK, Ansah D, Munoz B, et al. The ‘F’ in SAFE: reliability of assessing
clean faces for trachoma control in the field. PLoS Negl Trop Dis 2017;
11:e0006019.

22. Melese M, Alemayehu W, Bejiga A, et al. Modified grading system for upper
eyelid trachomatous trichiasis. Ophthalmic Epidemiol 2003; 10:75–80.

23. West ES, Munoz B, Imeru A, et al. The association between epilation and
corneal opacity among eyes with trachomatous trichiasis. Br J Ophthalmol
2006; 90:171–174.

24. World Health Organization Alliance for the Global Elimination of Trachoma by
2020. Second Global Scientific Meeting on Trachomatous Trichiasis. Cape
Town, South Africa, November 4e6, 2015.

25. Nerad JA. The diagnosis and management of misdirected eyelashes. Tech-
niques in Ophthalmic Plastic Surgery. 1st ed New York: Saunders Elsevier;
2010; 113–127.
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